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Lectio Divina: An Introduction
“Read with a vulnerable heart. Expect to be blessed in the reading. Read as one awake, one waiting
for the Beloved. Read with reverence.” —Macrina Wiederkehr
Lectio Divina is Latin for "holy reading." It is a prayer practice dating from the sixth century that
allowed Benedictine monks to encounter their living God through his written word. Its current form
was set by a 12th-century monk named Guigo II in The Ladder of Monks—not long after the founding
of the first European universities. In modified form, Lectio Divina can be used by ordinary people for
ordinary reading, blurring the sacred and the profane.
This way of reading is concerned not with speed or volume but with depth and receptivity. You are
seeking not merely information, but transformation. This meditative approach to the written word
requires unhurried time, attentive listening, and willingness to respond to what you read. A minimum
of half an hour is suggested, although a full hour is often more satisfying and fruitful.
To begin, make yourself comfortable in a place that that affords you solitude and quiet. Still your
heart and mind and turn your focus to what theologian Paul Tillich called your “locus of ultimate
concern.” For theists this is called “God.” Be silent for a few minutes, and try to let everything else
go. In Lectio Divina, you come to a text with an open heart and without an agenda.
In classic Lectio Divina, you will choose a passage no more than a few lines and deepen into it. If
you are reading a longer work for research purposes, simply be attentive and open to the four
movements arising in your experience as you read. Offer your gratitude, and ask for the illumination
of the Divine. You can approach writing and revising your own work in this same way.
The practice of Lectio Divina contains four movements. With practice, these movements flow
naturally from one to the next, or interweave in their own pattern.

1. Lectio (READ) — “Settling and Shimmering”
Read as if you have a love letter in hand, as if you are seeing each word for the first time, as if God
will address you with a direct and personal message.
Scholarship: “Extend loving attention upon whatever is the object of study.”
Turn to the passage, and begin to read slowly, pausing between phrases and sentences. (For some,
silent reading allows the mind to wander, so reading aloud or whispering is preferable). Open
yourself to the voice coming through the text. Let the words echo and resonate in your mind; allow
meanings to sink in, associations to arise, images to surface. If a word or phrase seems especially
significant to you, remain with it, turning it over in your mind and heart. When the sense of
immediacy fades, move on. If it remains meaningful for you, stay with it. Here is a word meant for
your ears. Be content to listen simply and openly, like a child listening to a story. Allow a time of
silence following the reading.

2. Meditatio (REFLECT) — “Savoring and Stirring”
Engage with the text at the level of the heart, where memory, experience, thoughts, feelings, hopes,
desires, intuition, and intentions are joined.
Scholarship: “Engage that reality in depth, over time, and notice what happens between you,
the observer, and the observed. Both are changed.”
On the second reading of the passage, listen for a particular word or a phrase. You will notice your
attention being drawn to something (or if this doesn't happen, choose a word). Once you have come
upon a word, phrase, or idea that seems meant for you, ruminate on it. Why is this meaningful for
you? What is it about your life right now that needs to hear this? Allow other questions to come to
mind, and note things that seem important as you meditate on the passage. In classic Lectio Divina,
the focus is on listening to what God has to say to you through this author, this text, this moment.
3. Oratio (RESPOND) — “Summoning and Serving”
Respond to what you have received and meditated upon. This is the cry of the heart to God and the
world that rises when we have been personally spoken to through the text.
Scholarship: “Engage in dialogue about the reality one has been attending to. Notice that the
understanding and relationship to the subject develops differently in a community of inquiry.”
On the third reading of the passage, listen for an invitation. We are always being invited to let go of
something, or to take up something; to do something or become something… the invitation can take
innumerable forms. Following the reading, respond silently or out loud from an honest heart. Let
your prayer emerge from your encounter with the text, expressing as fully as you can what surfaces
out of your listening. If you are not theistic, consider: What response can I make to what I have
received that goes beyond myself?
4. Contemplatio (REST) — “Slowing and Stilling”
Rest in the presence of the Divine within and around, allowing yourself simply to be.
Scholarship: “I think we have come full circle . . . a patient, leisurely, unhurried, loving look at
the real.”
The focus of the fourth reading is to simply rest now in the love, knowledge, and silence you have
experienced. Let the words wash over you—there is no further need to reflect or respond. Linger, for
you are being filled and refreshed for your continuing journey. When you emerge from your
contemplation, remember a word, image or phrase that carries the core message you have received.
Take this with you into your daily activities and relationships, to remind you of love, truth, and
possibility. Let the experiences of your day deepen the message of your reading.

